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Emotional Intelligence and Optimistic Cognitive 
Style in Certainty in Career Decision Making 
 
 
   
Abstract— The current study tested whether Trait Emotional 
Intelligence variables and Optimistic Cognitive Style together 
predicted feelings of certainty in career decision making. Few 
studies have examined the effects of trait emotional intelligence 
or life style orientation on career choice, and no study has been 
found that combined both the life orientation (optimism) and the 
trait emotional intelligence domains and facets: this current 
study examined the relative weights of these facets and lifestyle 
orientation in relation to career certainty.   Participants were 
from a convenience sample of 142 university students who 
completed a paper-and-pencil survey containing the following 
measures: the Life Orientation Test-Revised (assessing optimism, 
the Trait Emotional Intelligence Scale (TEIQue), and the Career 
Decision Scale (CDS).  
It was found that optimism and the four main domains 
(of wellbeing, self-control, emotionality, and sociability) and 
several of the subscales of the TEIQue correlated significantly 
with career certainty. A unique significant predictor of Career 
Certainty was found to be Stability-Impulsivity (a facet in the 
Self-Control domain of the TEIQue) but optimism was not a 
factor in predicting career certainty when the stability-
impulsiveness factor was accounted for. Self-control- stability 
(low impulsiveness) predicted career certainty. It would seem 
that stability in thinking and action helps career commitment 
(certainty). Implications are drawn for career development 
counselling and suggestions made for future research. 
 
Keywords-Trait emotional intelligence; cognitive style; career 
decision-making; career certainty 
I.  INTRODUCTION 
Career commitment (certainty) requires self-understanding, 
understanding of the ‘world of work’, stability in choice, and 
awareness of one’s own values. Positive career certainty is 
associated with resilience and resourcefulness [1, 2, 3, 4]. But 
to what extent are the factors of positive life orientation 
(optimism) and levels of trait emotional intelligence facets 
contributors to that commitment and certainty?  This study 
examined the relative inputs in a study of 142 university 
students in Australia, and reports on the results.  
Career certainty involves ability to decide and 
commit, whereas career indecision involves inability in the 
same areas [5, 6]. Such decision making ability is related to 
the identity achievement and identity diffusion stages in 
Marcia’s theory of career development [7].  
Career indecision is defined as the inability to decide 
and commit to a career or vocation that one wants to pursue 
[6]. Research in this field has estimated that the level of career 
indecision amongst university students is as high as 50% [8]. 
The ability to decide on a career is important, especially for 
university students as it can affect the direction of study as 
well as the vocational path after completing education [9]. The 
current study aimed to examine some of the more prominent 
personality variables in the literature: that is cognitive style 
(optimism) and trait emotional intelligence in relation to 
career certainty.  
 Career decision making has been studied extensively 
especially among adolescents and young adults with attention 
to relationships with mental health and wellbeing or the 
reverse- depression and anxiety [4, 8, 10, 11], and social and 
interpersonal factors such as peer and parental attachment  
[12, 13, 14, 15].  
Emotional intelligence is also related to attachment 
styles [2, 13, 14, 16], and to psychological well-being and 
emotions in making decisions [14, 17, 18]. Emotional 
wellbeing, in particular life satisfaction, was positively related 
to the ability to decide on a career [18]. Life satisfaction and 
optimism appear related and we developed a research project 
examining the relationship of cognitive style/ optimism (along 
with trait emotional intelligence facets in relation to decision 
making) as predictors of career decision making.   
 
A. Cognitive Style 
Cognitive style was defined for this study as 
optimism and operationalised by the self-report questionnaire, 
the Life Orientation Test- Revised (LOT-R) [19]. Optimism is 
defined as a generalised tendency to expect positive outcomes 
in life [20]. Cognitive style has been researched to some extent 
in relation to career decision making, with findings from one 
study suggesting that lower levels of optimism are associated 
with increased career indecision [21]. It is thought that 
cognitive style, in particular, optimism, is key within career 
development and career decision making for adolescents and 
adults within a university setting. One study [22] implied this 
also, in research investigating relationships among career self-
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efficacy, optimism and attachment styles. Accordingly the 
current study aimed to build upon this existing research by 
examining cognitive style in relation to career decision 
making, and in relation to emotional intelligence variables. 
The question was asked: Would emotional intelligence 
variables and optimism be related to career decision making?  
This current paper examined these aspects in a sample of 142 
Australian university students.  
 
B. Trait Emotional Intelligence 
Trait emotional intelligence is a relatively unexplored 
concept in the realm of career development. In this study trait 
emotional intelligence was operationalised using the TEIQue 
[23]. There are four higher order factors (domains) of well-
being, self-control, emotionality and sociability, as well as a 
global trait emotional intelligence score. In addition, there are 
15 distinct facets of EI which make up the four domains and 
which include adaptability (flexibility in a one’s approach to 
work and life); emotion regulation; impulsivity vs reflection 
and control (stability); self-motivation; empathy; assertiveness 
(degree of forthrightness); emotion expression (ability to 
communicate emotions fluently to others); relationships 
(ability to initiate and maintain emotional bonds); social 
awareness (including social skills); and happiness. 
Additionally, emotion perception; emotion management; self-
esteem; stress management; and optimism are also seen as part 
of trait emotional intelligence.   
Little research has been conducted to assess trait 
emotional intelligence in relation to career certainty. However, 
one study [24] found individuals with higher emotional 
intelligence had fewer dysfunctional thoughts. The authors 
indicated that this might suggest individuals with higher 
emotional intelligence are better able to cope with the career 
decision-making process. Another study [25] also found that 
individuals with higher emotional intelligence had fewer 
difficulties in the career decision making process. This 
research suggested that trait emotional intelligence would 
impact on career decision making. On the dysfunctionality that 
can occur in decision making, another study [26] found that 
persistent career decision making difficulties were related to 
emotional intelligence Our study aimed to explore whether 
trait emotional intelligence in conjunction with an optimistic 
life orientation are linked to certainty in career decision 
making.   
C. Current Study 
We decided to investigate the relationships between 
emotional intelligence, optimistic cognitive style, and career 
decision making within the sample of Australian university 
students.  
Several hypotheses were raised for the study. On the 
basis of research presented, it was anticipated:   
H1: That Career Certainty scores would be 
significantly and positively related to Trait Emotional 
Intelligence Scores. 
In addition, to examine in more detail the Career 
Certainty/Emotional Intelligence relationship, and the 
relationship of EI together with optimism it was further 
hypothesized: 
H2: That Career Certainty scores would be 
significantly predicted by the combination of each of the four 
domains of the TEIQue scale (Well-Being, Self Control, 
Emotionality and Sociability), and 
H3: That Career Certainty would be significantly 
predicted by a combination of the significantly related scales 
from the TEIQue with Optimistic Cognitive Style. 
II. METHOD 
A. Participants 
A convenience sample of 150 participants aged 18 
years and over was recruited from a university in south-eastern 
Queensland Australia to partake in the study (Mean Age = 
23.3; SD = 6.6). The sample comprised of 99 females and 43 
males and mainly comprised of first year psychology students 
who obtained 1% credit point for their participation as part of 
course requirement. Participants were also obtained from the 
library and received a snack-size chocolate bar for completing 
the survey.  
B. Materials 
Career Decision Scale. Career indecision and career 
certainty were measured using the Career Decision Scale [27]. 
The instrument consists of 19 items with two subscales: 
Career Indecision, a 16 item scale which provides a measure 
of individuals inability to decide upon a career and the 
Certainty Scale, a 2 item measure of individuals level of 
certainty in having made a career decision. Item 19 was not 
included in this study. Adequate psychometric properties have 
been demonstrated in several studies [28]. Cronbach’s alpha 
for the current sample was .93 for the Career Indecision and 
.69 for the Career Certainty subscales. 
Cognitive Style. To measure levels of optimism, the 
revised version of the Life Orientation Test was utilized [19] 
The LOT-R is a 10 item scale containing four filler items and 
six scale items. Adequate psychometric properties exist [19].  
Internal consistency for our sample was .64. 
Trait Emotional Intelligence. The facets of trait 
emotional intelligence were measured using the Trait 
Emotional Intelligence Questionnaire [23] which contains 153 
items. Adequate psychometrics have been demonstrated [29] 
with preliminary evidence of convergent-discriminant validity 
as well as criterion validity. In our study, internal reliabilities 
for the subscales ranged from .64 to .86. 
Procedure 
Participants were provided with a brief verbal statement 
and a written explanatory statement about the purpose of the 
study, expectations of participants and the reason career 
indecision is an important area of research. The survey took 
participants on average 45 minutes to complete. The data was 
de-identified and confidential, with only the researchers 
viewing the data.  No participants withdrew from the study. 
Participants returned the survey in a sealed envelope to the 
researcher or placed it in a secure drop-box. 





Data were screened for missing values, outliers, and 
required statistical assumption. Of 150 respondent profile 
sheets, eight were deficient and were removed, leaving a total 
of 142 respondent profiles for consideration in the data 
analyses.  
Initial bivariate correlation coefficients were 
calculated for all variables studied, yielding coefficients 
between career certainty and all fifteen emotional intelligence 
variables at highly significant levels (.29 to .64). Similarly 
career certainty and the LOT-R optimism correlation was 
highly significant (.29).  
Hypothesis 1, that Career Certainty scores would be 
significantly predicted by the four domains of the TEIQue EI 
scale (Well-being, Self Control, Emotionality and Sociability) 
was partially supported. The results are shown in Table 1.  The 
results demonstrated that the four domain variables 
significantly accounted for 15% (Adjusted R² = .13) of the 
variance, F(4, 137) = 6.20, p < .001 in Career Certainty. 
Inspection of the regression coefficients demonstrated that 
Self Control (ß = .13, t = .21 p = .03) and Emotionality (ß 
=.15, t = 2.55, p < .01) were significant predictors of Career 
Certainty; whereas Well-being and Sociability were not 
significant predictors when the contributions from Self-
Control and Emotionality were taken into account 
The subscales that comprised of the significant 
domains of Self Control and Emotionality were then entered 
into a regression to see whether they would predict Career 
Indecision. 
TABLE I.  PREDICTING CAREER CERTAINTY FROM THE FOUR DOMAINS 
OF THE TRAIT EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE QUESTIONAIRE (TEIQUE): 
REGRESSION ANALYSIS 
 
Hypothesis 2, that Career Certainty scores would be 
significantly predicted by the subscales found to be significant 
from the four domains of the TEIQue scale was partially 
supported. The results are shown in Table II.  The results 
demonstrated that the seven variables which made up the two 
domains significantly accounted for 22% (Adjusted R² = .18) 
of the variance, F(7, 134) = 5.89, p < .001 in Career 
Indecision. Inspection of the regression coefficients 
demonstrated that Impulsivity (Low) (ß =.55, t = 3.45, p < .05) 
were significant predictors of Career Certainty; whereas 
Emotion Regulation, Stress Management, Emotion Perception, 
Emotion Expression, Empathy and Relationships were not 
significant predictors when the contributions from Impulsivity 
(Low) were taken into account.  
TABLE II.  PREDICTING CAREER CERTAINTY FROM THE SEVEN SUB-
SCALES OF THE SELF CONTROL AND EMOTIONALITY DOMAINS OF THE TEIQUE 
 
Hypothesis 3, that Career Certainty would be 
significantly predicted by a combination of the significantly 
related scales from the TEIQue and Optimistic Cognitive 
Style, was partially supported. The results are shown in Table 
III. The results demonstrated that the two variables accounted 
for 17% (Adjusted R² = .16) of the variance, F(2, 136) = 
14.37, p < .001 in Career Certainty. Inspection of the 
regression coefficients demonstrated that Impulsivity (Low) (ß 
=.60, t = 4.60, p < .01) was a significant predictor of Career 
Certainty; whereas Optimistic Cognitive style was not when 
the contributions from Impulsivity (Low) were taken into 
account 
TABLE III.  PREDICTING CAREER CERTAINTY FROM IMPULSIVITY (LOW) 




The main aim of the study was to investigate Optimistic 
Cognitive Style and Emotional Intelligence domains and 
facets, in relation to Career Certainty in decision making. 
Hypotheses 1 and 2 were partially supported, with the 
self-control and emotionality domains of the TEIQue 
predicting career certainty.   The facets of low impulsivity, 
and emotion expression were the more significant predictors 
of career certainty. In general emotional intelligence has been 
seen as being related to decision making efficacy [14, 25,  26]. 
The final hypothesis was partially supported, with only 
impulsivity significantly predicting career certainty when both 
optimism and impulsivity were included in the analyses.   
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The current study supported the findings (with career 
certainty being seen as directly related to career decision 
making) indicating that the fifteen emotional intelligence 
traits, as well as optimistic life orientation, were all directly 
related to career certainty. However, it was impulsiveness-
stability among these variable facets that carried considerable 
weight in influencing career certainty.  Not everyone and not 
all young people determining on career choice are ‘stable’  or 
maintain attitudes of reflection and control in their decision 
making. Being ‘impulsive’ would mean that decisions may be 
based on insufficient and inadequate information.  The 
implication for career advisers and career counsellors is that 
this aspect of emotional intelligence may need to be identified 
first in their clients and developed as needed. Such 
development of skills (skills training) would emphasise how to 
make decisions and solve problems- following step by step 
procedures. Decision making skills can be learned and 
provision of and guidance over the use of materials that build 
such skills is needed.  
In addition to the stability-impulsiveness factor in career 
certainty our results also showed that among the EI facets, 
both self-regulation of emotions generally and positive 
expression of emotions (communication) were related to 
career choice confirmation or certainty. However, stability-
impulsiveness was the strongest contributor.  
The current research was especially interested in the 
contribution of cognitive style or optimistic outlook as a 
predictor of career certainty, including whether optimism 
would combine with emotional intelligence facets in a 
complementary way. In the final analysis this meant whether 
optimism would add substantially to the contribution made by 
stability-impulsiveness in predicting career certainty. 
Optimism had previously been identified as correlating with 
career certainty [21] or likely to be linked to career decision 
making,[22]. We found indeed that optimism scores were 
significantly and positively related to career certainty (r = .29) 
and also to emotional intelligence variables (r = .29 to .64).  
However, when the EI facets were included in a regression 
equation with optimism the EI facet of stability-impulsiveness 
was a significant contributor to career certainty but cognitive 
style- optimism was not. While optimism may be important in 
other aspects in careers (e.g., career satisfaction and 
relationships with colleagues at work) it was not a significant 
factor in predicting career choice certainty in our current 
sample.  
In conclusion to help individuals in their career decision 
making, regardless of their personality outlook or cognitive 
style- optimism, they must first be helped to develop their own 
emotional skills and approaches and be helped to avoid the 
consequences of ‘Impulsiveness’.  Learning decision controls 
and developing stability in gaining information before making 
decisions clearly can lead to more effective career decision 
making and feelings of confidence and certainty on the career 
choice made  [24]. 
 
A. Summary, Limitations and Future Research 
A convenience sample of university students was 
used; consequently, results may not generalize to other 
populations. However, the findings of the study present a 
potential insight into the relationship between optimism 
(cognitive style) and emotional intelligence in relation to 
career certainty. The study demonstrates that there are 
meaningful relationships between the variables which should 
be investigated in future research. Life Orientation (Optimism) 
was found to be significantly related to Career Certainty.  
Also, however, two domains of emotional intelligence were 
found to be significantly related to career decision making 
(certainty): these were self-control and emotionality. When 
these domains were examined in detail (through the seven 
facets involved) only low impulsivity (or stability and control) 
as a trait was a significant predictor, though emotion 
expression (the ability to be aware of and to express clearly 
one’s own feelings) was also a strong though non-significant 
predictor in this sample. Interestingly when Impulsiveness and 
Optimism were entered as predictor variables in the regression 
to predict career certainty, Optimism was no longer a 
significant contributor.  The Self-Control Domain (through its 
low Impulsiveness facet) was sufficient to explain the 
relationship.  Further study of the role of life orientation and 
emotional intelligence as a whole and through its facets would 
be of interest.    
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